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SUBJECT: BACKGROUND FOR PRESIDENT'S VISIT NOVEMBER 15- 
17; ASSESSMENT OF POLITICAL SITUATION IN FRANCE 

NOTE: THIS IS FIRST IN SERIES OF MESSAGES WE WILL BE 
SUBMITTING THIS WEEK FOR DEPARTMENT S USE IN PREPARING 
PAPERS FOR ECONOMIC SUMMIT. 

1. DESPITE WARNINGS LAST SUMMER AND EARLY FALL OF 
SOCIAL UNREST STEMMING FROM PERSISTENT ECONOMIC PROBLEMS, 
FRANCE IS NOW GOING THROUGH A PERIOD OF RELATIVE CALM. 

THE PUBLIC FOR THE MOST PART FEELS GISCARD D’ESTAING HAS 
DONE FAIRLY WELL DURING THE INITIAL, TRIAL PERIOD OF 
HIS SEVEN-YEAR MANDATE AND IS BECOMING ACCUSTOMED TO 
HIS PERSON, STYLE, AND POLICIES IN THE PRESIDENCY. THE 
GOF, FOR ITS PART, HAS NOT RELAXED ITS EFFORTS TO COPE 
WITH THE ECONOMY AND TO REFORM SOME OF THE MORE DATED 
ASPECTS OF THE FRENCH SOCIETY ALTHOUGH THERE REMAINS A 
GAP BETWEEN RHETORIC AND DEEDS. DESPITE RECENT GAINS 
BY THE SOCIALIST PARTY, THE MAJORITY GIVES THE APPEAR- 
ANCE OF BEING IN CONTROL OF THE SITUATION. ANY NUMBER 
OF INTERNAL OR EXTERNAL EVENTS COULD CHANGE THIS 
PERCEPTION (MAJOR CHANGE ON INTERNATIONAL ECONOMIC FRONT 
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OR THE RIVALRIES WITHIN THE PRESIDENTIAL COALITION ARE 
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TWO EXAMPLES), BUT BARRING THE UNEXPECTED, THE GOVERNMENT 
SHOULD BE ABLE TO CONTINUE, AT LEAST IN THE NEAR TERM, 

TO RETAIN THE INITIATIVE. 

2. INTERNAL CONDITIONS. A YEAR AND A HALF INTO PRESIDENT 
VALERY GISCARD'S SEVEN-YEAR MANDATE, FRANCE IS MORE A 
COUNTRY OF PRESIDENTIAL GOVERNMENT THAN AT ANY TIME 
SINCE DE GAULLE'S REIGN. DUE IN PART TO A NATURAL 
DEVELOPMENT OF FIFTH REPUBLIC INSTITUTIONS BUT EVEN MORE 
TO THE CONCEPT HELD BY THE PRESENT PRESIDENT OF HIS 
OFFICE, THE RESULT HAS BEEN A NATION WILLING TO LET 
SOMEONE LEAD AND A PEOPLE WILLING TO BELIEVE AT LEAST 
SOME OF WHAT THEY ARE TOLD. VGE IS GENERALLY GIVEN 
CREDIT FOR HAVING MANAGED THE ECONOMIC CRISIS AS WELL AS 
COULD BE EXPECTED. HE ARGUED THAT THE MAIN PROBLEMS 
WERE AN INTERNATIONAL PHENOMENON WHICH NO SINGLE COUNTRY 
COULD SOLVE ALONE. HE HAD THE BAD FORTUNE OF ENTERING 
OFFICE AFTER THE OIL CRISIS, WHEN INFLATION WAS AROUND 

16 PERCENT. HE HAS PUT A CEILING ON OIL IMPORTS AND 
HOPES TO BRING THE RATE OF INFLATION DOWN TO 10 PERCENT 
BEFORE YEAR’S END. ECONOMIC EXPANSION HAS SUFFERED AS A 
CONSEQUENCE BUT THE AVERAGE CITIZEN DOES NOT YET FEEL 
BADLY SQUEEZED. IN FACT, HE IS CONSTANTLY REMINDED THAT 
HIS LOT IS FAR BETTER THAN ALL NEIGHBORING COUNTRIES, 

WITH THE POSSIBLE EXCEPTION OF GERMANY. 

3. A NUMBER OF LEGISLATIVE INITIATIVES, SPURRED BY THE 
PRESIDENT, HAS GIVEN THE GOVERNMENT AN IMAGE OF TRYING 
HARD TO BRING FRANCE TO THE FOREFRONT OF MODERN SOCIE- 
TIES. IN ADDITION TO NEW LAWS LIBERALIZING ABORTION AND 
BIRTH CONTROL SERVICES, LOWERING THE VOTING AGE TO 18 
AND INCREASING THE MINIMUM WAGE AND SOCIAL PAYMENTS, THE 
GOF HAS PASSED A REAL ESTATE REFORM BILL AND EXPECTS TO 
PRESENT NEW BILLS ON CAPITAL GAINS TAX, CORPORATE 
REFORM AND THE UPGRADING OF MANUAL LABOR. THESE MAY 
RESULT IN MORE FORM THAN SUBSTANCE, BUT THE IMPORTANT 
FACT NOW IS THAT THEY ARE BEING DISCUSSED SERIOUSLY BY 
THE PRESS AND CATCHING THE ATTENTION OF THE PUBLIC. 

THERE ARE SOME FEELINGS THAT THE GOVERNMENT IS 
BEHIND SCHEDULE IN DELIVERING THE SOCIAL REFORMS IT 
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KEEPS PROMISING. OUT THIS PROGRAM FITS THE IMAGE THE 
PRESIDENT HAS TRIED TO PROJECT OF HIMSELF IN THE PUBLIC 
MIND OF A SLIGHTLY UNORTHODOX, LIBERAL, FORWARD-LOOKING 
AND BRILLIANT LEADER. HIS TECHNOCRATIC BACKGROUND HAS 
NOT BEEN THE HANDICAP THAT SOME HAD CLAIMED IT WOULD BE; 
INSTEAD, HE HAS MANAGED TO STAY ABOVE THE FRAY WHEN 
ADVANTAGEOUS WHILE SHOWING HIMSELF CAPABLE OF USING 
TECHNOCRACY WHEN NECESSARY. 
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4. AS WILL BE SEEN IN A SEPARATE MESSAGE, THE GOF'S 
INITIATIVES IN THE FOREIGN POLICY FIELD HAVE ALSO 
CONTRIBUTED TO THE IMAGE OF CONTROLLED DYNAMISM WHICH 
VGE HAS PROMOTED.THE EC SUMMIT IN PARIS LAST DECEMBER, 
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THE INDUSTRIALIZED COUNTRY/LDC "DIALOGUE" AND THE 
UPCOMING ECONOMIC SUMMIT (WHICH THE FRENCH CONTINUE TO 
CALL THE MONETARY SUMMIT) ARE THE MOST NOTEWORTHY 
EXAMPLES. 

5. THE GOF HAS NOT COME THIS FAR ENTIRELY ON ITS OWN. 

IT HAS HAD THE HELP OF A DIVIDED OPPOSITION UNABLE TO 
CAPITALIZE ON THE ECONOMIC PROBLEMS OF THE PAST YEAR 
AND UNWILLING TO COMPROMISE WITHIN ITSELF TO PRESENT A 
UNIFIED, COHERENT IMAGE TO THE PUBLIC. POLLS HAVE 
CONSISTENTLY SHOWN THAT THE FRENCH DO NOT BELIEVE THE 
LEFT COULD LONG GOVERN BEFORE FALLING INTO FACTIONAL 
DISPUTES. THEIR POLEMIC OVER PORTUGAL THIS SUMMER AND 
FALL HAS REINFORCED THIS OPINION IN THE PUBLIC MIND. 

THE STRONG SHOWING BY THE SOCIALIST CANDIDATES IN BY 
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ELECTIONS OVER THE PAST YEAR HAS PRODUCED CONSIDERABLE 
LOOSE TALK THAT IF THESE RESULTS HAD BEEN COMPUTED 
NATIONALLY, THE LEFT WOULD HAVE WON A MAIORITY. BUT 
SUCH A ROUGH CALCULATION ON THE BASIS OF UNREPRESENTATI- 
VE EXAMPLES IN A NON-ELECTION YEAR IS NOT TAKEN SERIOUS- 
LY. WHAT REMAINS IMPORTANT IS THAT THE PS IS GAINING 
STRENGTH AT THE EXPENSE OF ITS PC ALLY AND OF PARTS OF 
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THE CENTER. THE GOVERNING MAIORITY WILL HAVE TO FACTOR 
THIS INTO ITS CALCULATIONS IN PREPARING FOR FUTURE 
ELECTORAL CONTESTS. 

6. FOR THE SHORT TERM, THE GOVERNING MAJORITY COALITION 
OF GISCARDIANS, GAULLISTS AND CENTRISTS WILL CONTINUE 
TO DISPLAY A MOOD OF CONFIDENCE, BOTH IN ITS POLITICAL 
ORIENTATIONS AND IN ITS BATTLES WITH THE OPPOSITION. 

IT ENJOYS A COMFORTABLE MAJORITY OF ABOUT 100 VOTES IN 
THE ASSEMBLY BUT NOT ALL THESE VOTES CAN BE RELIED UPON 
TO SUPPORT ALL MAJOR REFORMS VGE HAS IN MIND. AS A 
RESULT, WHEN THE GOF MUST ATTRACT OPPOSITION VOTES TO 
PUSH THROUGH MAJOR REFORM MEASURES, THE PUBLIC'S PERCEP- 
TION OF THE PRESIDENTIAL MAJORITY IS INEVITABLY MODIFIED, 
AND THIS COULD REFLECT ON THE PRESIDENTIAL IMAGE AND 
AUTHORITY. TIME IS /HOWEVER ON THE GOF'S SIDE IN THAT IT 
HAS UNTIL 1978 TO BUILD UP A SATISFACTORY RECORD BEFORE 
IT MUST CALL THE NEXT NATIONAL (LEGISLATIVE) CONSULTA- 
TIONS. THE UNEXPECTED IS ALWAYS POSSIBLE, AND THE 
VIOLENT DEMONSTRATIONS LAST MONTH AFTER THE SPANISH 
EXECUTIONS SHOWED THAT CERTAIN ELEMENTS ARE ABLE TO 
CAPITALIZE ON THESE OPPORTUNITIES WHICH PRESENT THEM- 
SELVES PERIODICALLY. BUT MOST OBSERVERS CONSIDER THIS 
FALL TO BE ONE OF THE CALMEST IN RECENT YEARS FROM THE 
POINT OF VIEW OF SOCIAL UNREST - THIS DESPITE OR 
PERHAPS BECAUSE OF A RECORD LEVEL OF UNEMPLOYMENT. 
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